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St. Paul’s letter to the Romans has received many accolades in the centuries since it was 

written.  Martin Luther spoke very highly of the book.  Volumes of material have been written 

about this book.  Professor John Brug of Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary saw value in reading this 

book because when he gave us a recommended Bible reading plan he included Romans to be 

read twice during the course of one year.  Scholars have seen in the book of Romans one of the 

shining lights of the New Testament.  Luther’s often used quote still has merit all these years 

later.   

“This epistle is really the chief part of the New Testament, and is truly the purest gospel. 

It is worthy not only that every Christian should know it word for word, by heart, but also 

that he should occupy himself with it every day, as the daily bread of the soul. We can 

never read it or ponder over it too much; for the more we deal with it, the more precious 

it becomes and the better it tastes” (LW 35:365). 

All of the accolades and all of the ink spilled over it and all the scholars who praise it do 

not make this a book worth reading.  St Paul being the author does not make this a book worth 

reading.  Being God’s Word does make it a book worth reading.  Because it is inspired makes it 

a book worthy of our study today, tomorrow, and into the future.   

We could study the whole book because as God’s Word it certainly all has value.  But in 

particular I would like to draw your attention to the first eight chapters.  Tightly packed into 

these chapters of Paul’s divinely inspired masterpiece is almost the entire catalog of teachings 

that you and I hold so near and dear to our hearts.  “The number and importance of the 

theological themes touched upon are impressive: sin, salvation, grace, faith, righteousness, 

justification, sanctification, redemption, death, and resurrection” and that is all in one book, 

really eight chapters (CSSB).  The sedes doctrinae of numerous doctrines can be found right in 

those eight chapters.  Paul flows easily from one doctrine to the next keeping things concise yet 

easily understandable.  Even the first time Bible reader would not struggle to catch what Paul is 

saying.   

Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary trained each of us that to study a book isagogically is to 

not dwell on each word but rather to skim the whole and pick up the important points along the 

way.  We want to study the book, or in this case the first eight chapters, in order to see the 

connections on an outline level.  Isagogics also allows us an opportunity to review the important 

points on author, recipients, when it was written, and the historical reasons for its writing.   

So for our isagogical study of the first eight chapters of the book of Romans we will do 

just that.  We will review the historical setting of this book, who Paul wrote it to, and why.  

We’ll then go through the first eight chapters and determine flow of thought highlighting some 

of the important points we do not want to miss.  Then we’ll circle back and take a closer look at 

some of the passages that focus on our main conference theme of objective and subjective 

justification.  Paul writes about both in the book of Romans, particularly the first eight chapters.  
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Without question Paul includes these doctrines in clear and unmistakable language.  Those that 

would seek to deny these doctrines must understand they go against Scripture to do it.  Other 

papers will take up the intense look at these passages; this will simply provide a overview look at 

some of them in context.   

While it was a lifelong goal of his, Paul didn’t make it to Rome until much later in his 

career.  We do not know the founders of the church at Rome.  Scripture never mentions them 

specifically.  It would seem that Paul would not know the members of that church so well.  Rome 

was hundreds of miles from where he normally worked and it seems he never had contact with 

them before.  Yet he writes to them as if he has.  Some of the members of the church in Rome 

even seem to be friends of his, relatives, converts, and coworkers.  We could understand a 

connection because they are fellow members of the body of Christ.  Believers almost always 

connect with other believers easily.  But there is a personal nature to the way he addresses them 

too.  Something makes them seem close even though he never met them face to face. 

Pauline authorship of the book of Romans never really has been in dispute.  He identifies 

himself in the first words of the letter in accordance with proper letter writing guidelines of that 

day.  Within those guidelines Paul identifies his role and authority for writing to them.  He is an 

apostle and a servant of Jesus.  His authority only comes from Christ.  God set him apart for 

important work.  Paul gets to proclaim the gospel to the Gentiles.  This background information 

helps us understand why Paul talks and shares what he does.  The Romans are receiving a letter 

from a gospel centered apostle of Jesus with the authority from God. 

Because his journeys were not recorded as they occurred and Paul does not mention dates 

in every piece of writing it can be challenging when dating the letters of Paul.  Sometimes it just 

takes piece work to figure out when his missionary journeys took place.  We seek to get our 

dating as close as we can without claiming complete accuracy.  A few things we know.  Paul has 

not yet been to Rome when he writes this letter.  He mentions having already collected an 

offering from Macedonia and Achaia.  This places him sometime during his third missionary 

journey.  We also know from 1 & 2 Corinthians that the collection issue hadn’t been resolved 

when he wrote the second time to the Corinthian congregation.  So Romans must have been 

written after 2 Corinthians, dated around AD 55.  So maybe Paul is getting ready to set out from 

Corinth with the collection, taking it back to Jerusalem.  He stops to take time to compose a letter 

to the Romans telling them he wishes to see them soon.  The year is around AD 57 possibly in 

early spring. 

Part of the reason Paul might have been comfortable not having been to Rome yet was his 

reason for writing to them and how he would use Rome when he arrived.  Paul made it a habit to 

not go where others had already been with the gospel.  Make no mistake, Paul was a diligent 

pastor to the churches he started.  He made frequent visits to encourage and build up the faith by 

teaching at these locations.  The churches of Galatia were visited by Paul at least twice after they 

were initially set up on his first missionary journey.  But when Paul was seeking to start at a new 
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location he never really wanted to go where someone had already done work.  He did not want to 

plow a field already being plowed by someone else.  Rome was one of those places.  The work 

of planting a church there had already happened, probably with the gospel having worked there 

for years before Paul even writes.  For Paul to go there and rework the area would not make 

sense.  So his intention was to use Rome as a sort of base camp.  He would use them for support, 

supplies, and encouragement and jump off to places even further west, like Spain.  His stop 

would of course include encouragement and support, it was his letter that would do the heavy 

lifting of instructing and building up in their faith what they lacked.  Paul is not ashamed to 

remind them of the basics.  They need to hear law and gospel about sin and grace. 

Law and gospel is really the backbone of how Paul outlines the book.  It is an outline that 

is pretty apparent and easy to follow.  His introduction is typical with a thank you section 

thanking God for them and their faith in Christ.  It also included a short reminder to them that he 

really longs to see them and it provided some explanation as to why he has not come up till now.  

With the necessities of the letter finished Paul starts with the meat of the book.   

If you are looking for hard hitting law that does not stop look no further than chapter one 

through chapter three.  No one is safe from Paul using the law to accuse.  Gentiles, Jews, really 

everyone is accused and held accountable to God’s law.  Every person is declared a sinner who 

deserves God’s wrath and punishment.  But like a light switch, Paul flips and begins to share 

some pure and wonderful gospel.  Picking up in the last half of chapter three through on to the 

end of chapter five Paul describes the gospel jewel in many of its facets.  Here he balances the 

judgment we face as sinners with the fact that every last person is declared not guilty as a result 

of God’s undeserved kindness.  With the beginning of chapter six he picks up the discussion on 

our response to this undeserved kindness.  From chapter six all the way to the end of chapter 

eight Paul reminds and encourages that when God shows kindness it brings about a response.  

The believer will respond to God’s grace with a life of sanctification.  Every Christian wants to 

thank God for his mercy by living a life according to his will.  Our motivation for doing this is 

always going to be found in Christ Jesus. 

The outline of Romans might look something like this: 

a. Introduction (Romans 1:1-17) 

b. Law (spoken to Jews and Gentiles) (Romans 1:18-3:20) 

i. First the Gentiles under the microscope 

ii. Next the Jews under the microscope 

iii. Summary that all are under condemnation by the Law 

c. Gospel (Romans 3:21-5:21) 

i. Righteousness apart from the Law 

ii. Abraham as example of faith for both Jew and Gentile 

iii. Justified through faith brings us grace 

iv. Lessons on justification from Adam and Christ 

d. Sanctification (Romans 6:1-8:39) 
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i. Dead to sin 

ii. Lessons on the law from the world 

iii. Christians at the same time sinner and saint 

iv. Live according to the Spirit 

v. Present sufferings don’t indicate future glory 

 

Before beginning to read what any author says it is important to have an understanding of 

some of the words they will be using and the meaning they assign to them.  Paul is no different.  

To understand Romans we must know his language and understand where he gets his terms.  

One term that must be understood in the context Paul uses it is the term justify.  Without an 

understanding of this word the meaning Paul intends to convey is lost.  Justify as Paul uses it is a 

term that comes from the Roman courtroom.  Defendants could be found “guilty” or “not guilty.”  

When the trial was over the person found guilty would be punished.  The person found not guilty 

would be set free because they were declared not guilty in the sight of the court.  The status of 

the charged person changed.  That person went from accused to free.  The defendant played no 

part in the judgment upon them.  They simply stood and received whatever the judge read.  It 

was something that happened completely outside the one charged with the crime.  That is 

important because when Paul starts applying that concept to human beings in God’s courtroom it 

brings with it certain understandings that cannot be changed.   

Paul begins his introduction like many of his other letters.  He starts with an introduction 

of himself as an apostle to them and declares where he gets his authority as an apostle.  That 

authority of course comes from Jesus Christ and his gospel.  This gospel is the one that Paul 

shared with them.  It is the gospel that the church in Rome was founded on.  It is the gospel of 

the Old and New Testaments.  It is the same gospel for Jews and Gentiles.  That is a point Paul 

will make throughout this book, the differences of Jews and Gentiles and their similarities.  Then 

Paul offers thanks and prayers for the recipients of his letter, both Jews and Gentiles in Rome. 

It is here in the introduction where Paul also identifies what his theme will be for this 

book.  It was not unnoticed by Paul that he had every reason to be afraid to proclaim the gospel 

in Rome.  The Roman army was strong and powerful.  It was the center of the entire empire.  

Paul’s message was not exactly friendly sounding to current kings and rulers.  Talk of any other 

ruler or king could bring down the wrath of the Roman authorities.  Fear on Paul’s part could 

have tempted him to soften or change the gospel or simply not preach it at all.  But he didn’t 

back away.  He wasn’t going to be ashamed.  The gospel had power, not for this world but for 

salvation.  This is power that applies to every single believer who believes in Christ Jesus for 

salvation.  Every single person if they want to be saved must hear the gospel message for 

themselves and Paul was here to make sure that these people in Rome heard the gospel, “the 

power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile” 

(Romans 1:16). 
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No one would dare accuse Paul of softening his message in this book.  He did not hold 

back at all.  Paul proclaimed loudly and openly his gospel message.  It was the message he was 

called to proclaim as an apostle.  It was the message with the power to save people.  No one can 

be saved without that great gospel message, no one can be brought to faith, and no one can live 

by that faith without the gospel.  With so much focus on the gospel, why does it seem like if we 

glance ahead that Paul sounds like he is being pretty harsh for the next two chapters?  Paul says 

his reason for harshness goes back to the beginning of the world.  Since that moment God’s 

invisible qualities, qualities no one would automatically see, have actually been visible.  God 

was showing his eternal power and demonstrating his divine nature.  He was giving people a 

clue.  Paul wants to be able to definitively say that “Men are without excuse” (Romans 1:20).  

When it comes to God’s law and sin no one has any excuses.  This is Paul’s negative message, a 

message people usually cannot stand to hear, but a message Paul knows they need to hear.  So 

Paul begins to hammer away with the law, and first up to be broken is the Gentiles. 

Gentiles were people without God’s law.  Basically they were people without a god 

except themselves and whatever they could make.  Because they did not have God’s law given 

through Moses like the Jews, they needed to come to know God from another place.  That was 

why God demonstrated his invisible qualities and made them visible.  Gentiles were to look 

around at creation and recognize there was a God.  Admittedly nature would not tell them much 

about him, but they certainly could know he existed.  But knowledge of him that stops there will 

only lead to a wrong path.   

Paul describes that path as it happened to the Gentiles.  They seemed so smart, but it was 

worldly smarts.  They thought they were okay, but as it turns out they had convinced themselves 

of that which was a lie (Romans 1:25).  So God let them believe the lie.  They started making 

idols to represent God.  But things got worse and God gave them over to their continued lust for 

personal pleasure.  Sexual sins followed, glorification of their own bodies rather than glorifying 

the creator who gave them their bodies.  God continued to let them go in their downward spiral 

giving them over to sexual sins with members of the same sex.  Finally he gave them over to 

their final wicked sin; they lost the knowledge of God all together.  From Romans 1:28-32 Paul 

catalogs what the downward spiral had brought about for the Gentiles.  They were caught up in 

all sorts of sin, of every kind, and of every level of wickedness known to human beings.  The 

Gentiles had completely given themselves over to nothing, certainly not God.  They seemed to 

know everything they did was wrong, that they would be held accountable to someone, yet they 

could not stop themselves. 

This kind of behavior we might expect from the Gentiles.  After all they almost could be 

excused from their wickedness because they could not know anything different.  But this is just 

where Paul begins.  He is not giving the Gentiles an excuse; rather he is proclaiming the law to 

them so they know God is holding them accountable as well.  God does not give the Gentiles a 

free pass just because they did not have the Law.  They are guilty of sin. 
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Now with one stroke of his pen Paul switches the one sitting under the bright light of the 

Law.  The Law did not let one Gentile escape.  Now the law will train its bright light on the 

Jews.  “You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, for at whatever 

point you judge the other, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do the 

same things” (Romans 2:1).  The Jews were making the claim they could see the Gentiles’ sin a 

mile away.  It was clear to them that these Gentiles were breaking God’s law and deserved death.  

But what they were mistaken about was that the Gentiles were not the only ones that deserved 

death. 

As said, when the Gentiles broke the law it was almost excusable, but God did hold them 

accountable.  But when the Jews broke the very same law it was inexcusable.  The Jews were 

passing judgment on the Gentiles, thinking they were better than them.  Paul does not let them 

get away that easily.  Actually it was the Jews who were unrepentant, thinking they did not need 

to repent, not recognizing they were doing the same things wrong as the Gentiles.  God would 

not hold them to a different standard.  Rather the Jews would be held to a higher standard 

because they had the Law by which to know what God’s expectations were.  There is wrath and 

anger for everyone who does wrong, but judgment comes first for the Jew and then for the 

Gentile. 

The Law catches everyone in the summary of Paul’s first two chapters.  “All who sin 

apart from the law will also perish apart from the law, and all who sin under the law will be 

judged by the law” (Romans 2:12).  The Gentiles sinned without the Law and would perish.  The 

Jews sinned against the Law and would perish.  The only thing to hope for, which offered no 

hope, was that the Gentiles accidently walk into doing good by way of the world.  It would show 

they had some semblance of the law written on their hearts.  For the Jews it was a different story.  

They had the law, they knew God’s will, and still they violated it.  They were no better than the 

Gentiles; in fact God was going to hold them more accountable because they had more 

privileges.  They bragged they had the law, still they violated it willfully.   

So all this left Paul with no choice.  He had to declare that both Jews and Gentiles were 

guilty under the law of God.  He had shown that neither of them could do one good thing in 

God’s eyes.  Jews could not understand God any better than Gentiles, even with their centuries of 

Old Testament history to look back on.  In every way from top to bottom both Jews and Gentiles 

sinned against God.  Paul could conclude that there was a moral law code out there.  It was 

embedded into the Jewish Law of Moses and it was embodied in the hearts of Gentiles.  It was 

the law which God would hold people to and judge from.  It was inescapable.  “Therefore no one 

will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become 

conscious of sin” (Romans 3:20).  God’s moral law addresses every single person in this world 

and requires perfection in thought, word, and deed.  It was a terrifying thought and one that 

would leave everyone in the world guilty before God. 
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In clear writing that leaves no doubt, Paul has just convinced every last human being that 

they are guilty before God because of sin.  First he accused the Gentiles of breaking God’s Law.  

We find ourselves accused and found guilty among them.  Then he turned the law against the 

Jews and showed they had no place to turn either.  So now both Jews and Gentiles stood before 

God in his courtroom.  The judge was ready to read the verdict.  It cannot be anything but guilty 

because both Jews and Gentiles had done it without question whatever it was.  The Law was all 

they had and all the Law could do was accuse and condemn.   

“But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the 

Law and the Prophets testify” (Romans 3:21).  In a surprise verdict Paul says a way to be 

declared not guilty exists outside the law.  This way to be saved was not known before.  No one 

would have guessed.  No one could have understood it on their own.  No one would have ever 

planned for it this way.  Jews and Gentiles stood before God and the judge declared them not 

guilty.  The defendants stood before God and simply received what the judge pronounced.  In 

God’s courtroom the judge pronounced not guilty. 

Not losing any steam Paul explains how something so amazing and unexpected could 

happen.  This righteousness, the one that no law could achieve, the one no one could know on 

their own, this righteousness comes through faith in Christ Jesus.  Without any prompting from 

human beings, without any good work by any human being, really without any contact with 

human beings at all God took care of human beings worst problem.  “There is no difference, for 

all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the 

redemption that came by Christ Jesus” (Romans 3:23-24).  Christ Jesus hanging on the cross 

provides a look at both sides of God; both of which cannot be denied and must be satisfied.  God 

is just and punishes each and every sin.  God is also the one who justifies those that have 

committed sin.  He justifies in that he declares them to be not guilty of any wrong doing, even 

though they were the ones that committed the sins.  He punished Jesus for their sins and gave the 

perfect life that Jesus lived to them as a gift.  Christ is the solution to the paradox of how God 

can be a just judge who punishes sin and yet also be a kind God who freely forgives sin and 

declares all people acquitted (Kuske). 

There may have been people in the Roman congregation that wanted proof that all this 

was true.  Paul anticipates this and gave them proof.  Paul proclaimed the gospel to them clearly.  

But he could also bring out examples of people who experienced this very transformation of the 

gospel in their own lives.  Take Abraham for example.  If ever there was a person who might be 

able to claim his good works saved him, Abraham was it.  Surely the Jews and Gentiles would 

recognize that Abraham had something to boast about.  But Paul takes both Jews and Gentiles 

back to the time when God made the promises to Abraham.  “Abraham believed God, and it was 

credited to him as righteousness” (Genesis 15:6).  So the Romans could see clearly it was long 

before Abraham was circumcised that he was a believer.  In the face of unbelievable odds that 

Abraham would have a child in his old age, he took the promises of God at face value.  He took 

God at his word.  He believed God and God was the one that took that believing and credited it 
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to Abraham as righteousness.  So it was through faith in God’s promises that Abraham was 

saved.  Abraham’s account was marked not guilty and his legal status before God was cleared of 

all sin. 

These words were not just written for Abraham.  Throughout the years people have seen 

in these promises to Abraham promises for themselves as well.  These promises come to us by 

way of faith and grace.  That is what makes them so humbling and empowering.  Our salvation 

does not depend on us in any way.  Because it depended entirely on God’s grace Abraham did 

not waver in believing the promise.  Because it depends entirely on God’s grace we do not have 

to waver at all either.  God’s grace has something to believe in, something to stake our claim on, 

something that does not change, and something that cannot be denied.  Christ’s resurrection.  If 

there is any doubt that our sins were forgiven, if anyone does not believe that God justifies, that 

he declares people not guilty, let them look at the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  God raised His 

Son to show us that His death on the cross paid the price in full.   

Justification does not exist without a purpose.  Paul made it clear for the Romans that 

when they came to faith in Christ amazing things happened.  It starts with peace.  We are 

justified through faith in Christ.  Peace comes only through Christ Jesus.  We are brought into a 

relationship with Christ through faith.  You cannot be a churchgoer who thinks that because 

Christ did it all faith is unnecessary.  Faith is vital because through it we gain access into the 

grace of God we stand in now.  And grace allows us to see suffering in a different light.  

Perseverance becomes the norm of our lives while character is molded within us.  And finally 

hope is something we come to know personally by grace through faith.  It is not a hope built on 

what can easily crumble.  Rather “You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, 

Christ died for the ungodly” (Romans 5:6).  If we want to measure how much God loves us, look 

only to the fact that Christ died for people who hated him.  Christ died for people who were his 

natural enemies.  Christ’s death gives our justification purpose because it brings us peace. 

To provide a historical backdrop for anyone who was looking for more proof Paul takes 

people back to the very beginning.  He takes people back to the Scriptures where representatives 

for the whole human race are being discussed.  Adam stands as the representative of the entire 

human race because he was the first.  That means that when Adam fell, as the representative 

something terrible happened.  “Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and 

death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned” (Romans 5:12).  It 

was the single action by a single person that brought about the judgment of death from God on 

all humans.  And in a further display that God was right when he judged all humanity that way, 

every last person who has ever lived or will ever live has sinned against God.  Every funeral is 

further proof that death reigns all the way from Adam to today.   

One single action was all it took to sink the whole world and especially the humanity of 

the world into the deepest darkest relationship of enmity with God.  One single action and the 

entire world was brought down.  Paul says something reversed that.  It took one God/man who 
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rose from the dead to bring about a declaration from God that the world was not guilty.  The 

whole world was found guilty when Adam sinned, but God judged the whole world not guilty 

when the one God/man gave his wonderful gift on the cross.  That gift of Jesus, gift of his 

sacrifice on the cross, that gift overflowed to the many, that is to say all people.  Adam’s sin was 

all that was needed to condemn the world.  Christ Jesus’ perfect life and death was all that was 

needed to save the world. 

Paul systematically took down the arguments of both Jews and Gentiles with regards to 

sin.  Neither group had any chance standing before God as they were.  Paul could prove that each 

group was held accountable before God for the sins they commit.  Then Paul entered into a 

discussion on what God did about the problem.  The answer was Christ and the gospel.  The 

answer was God’s grace shown in Christ.  Remember where Paul started with his theme, the 

gospel and its power of God for the salvation of all who believe.  With the power God comes 

with wave after wave of his grace.   Rather than only looking forward to a life of misery which 

ends in eternal death, Paul shows that Jews and Gentiles have something else to look forward to 

in life.  Christ Jesus cleared the accounts of sinners with his perfect and innocent blood, and both 

law and gospel are being preached.  After all that, Paul is ready to move on to human beings’ 

response.  People who are constantly seeing the grace of God active in their lives and people who 

constantly watch God forgive them for sins they know they should not have been doing, they are 

the ones who ask what the response towards God should be.   

Again Paul preempts a question he may be receiving from some of the Romans.  

Someone might think that grace it too free.  Those that know grace might get to thinking that it 

becomes a license to sin.  These people must remember how we were baptized into Christ and 

buried with him.  Jesus paid for sin on the cross.  His burial in the tomb was the burial of all the 

sins that he carried with him on the cross.  The sins of the whole world were buried in there with 

him.  Three days after he was placed in the tomb Christ was raised from the dead.  When he 

came out the sins of the whole world stayed inside.  They did not come out with him.  So anyone 

buried with him was raised with him.  Any sins buried with him remain in the tomb never to 

bother anyone again.   

Any and all sins on our account are forgiven and we crucify our old sinful nature that 

seeks to drag us back into the way life used to be.  We will never be called a slave to sin again.  

Our former way of life as slaves to sin have been put to death with him.  Rather we stand as free 

in Christ.  “In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus” 

(Romans 6:11).  The Romans easily could remember their former slavery to sin and their former 

way of thinking.  It was a way that led only to death and was no good for them at all.  Now 

things were completely different.  They were set free.  Everyone who was a slave to sin is now 

set free.  But Paul says that everyone is a slave to something.  Sinners are slaves to sin.  Sinners 

who have been set free are slaves to God.  This is not a bad thing.  Slaves to God enjoy the 

benefit of holiness, and holiness leads to eternal life.  Sin will always earn you death, but God 

gives the gift of eternal life (Romans 6:23). 
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Paul shares that coming to faith in Christ is such a strong experience it can be compared 

to death.  Married couples are to stay married till death.  After death they are free to marry 

another.  People born under the law are under that law until death.  Once they die to that law 

though, they are free to unite with whoever they want.  People born under law but who are put to 

death in Christ are free to unite to Christ by faith.  Once united to Christ by faith a Christian’s 

only purpose is to bear fruit.   

In the life of a Christian bearing fruit is of highest importance.  But doing that and living 

that way in a sinful world is not easy.  Paul made it clear that the law was always there to point 

out how everything a Christian does is wrong.  It seems that nothing is good enough for God.  

And that is just what the law is intended to do.  Yet the law is not bad, rather the bad exists inside 

of each person.  Paul points out something that is true for all Christians.  There are times I cannot 

seem to stop myself from sinning, times when I even know the good that I should be doing but 

carrying it out seems impossible.  This situation is extremely frustrating.  For Paul personally 

this battle going on inside him broke him down till he cried out, “What a wretched man I am! 

Who will rescue me from this body of death?” (Romans 7:24).  His quick answer, the only 

answer is Jesus.   

Only Jesus provides the rescue from the domination of sin in our lives.  Only Christ 

provides us the way to a declaration of not guilty.  For what he has done we are thankful and we 

owe him everything.  That is what makes us God’s slaves.  We owe everything to his love.  But 

our sinful nature is still a slave to sin.  As long as we exist on this side of heaven the two will 

constantly be in a battle until Christ takes us from this world.  Then we are truly rescued.  So 

again we are reminded that our obligation is to live as those who have been rescued.  While there 

will always be a comparison between us and our sinful nature, we are truly free of the sinful 

nature.  We live at peace with God through the Holy Spirit, who is in control of our new person.  

He lives in us and controls us to live God pleasing lives.   

When we suffer we have opportunity to put living a God pleasing life into practice.  

While we wait for the liberation to be complete, for hope and comfort we know is coming 

because of the promises of God we wait patiently.  We wait patiently knowing Christ will keep 

his promises and will set us free.  Knowing this and having this freedom brings about a joyful 

response in us even though we face challenges and difficulties.  Our faith and trust in Christ 

provides a joyful response based on the fact that Christ Jesus was given up for our sins on the 

cross.  Our ‘not guilty’ verdict is based on this work of Christ so no one can bring another charge 

against us.  It would be impossible because we have already been declared not guilty by God 

himself, through Christ himself.  So sure are we that we know that nothing out there in this 

world, nothing within us, nothing that tempts us from the spiritual side will be able to bring 

defeat to us ever again.  We stand in Christ and Christ stands victorious.  Nothing can separate us 

from the love of God. 
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It is probably not something that you are actively thinking about when you read these 

chapters of Romans chapters 1-8.  But it probably is something that you do without thinking 

about it.  You categorize the passages.  Subjective justification passages scattered in the same 

places as objective justification passages.  We think of these as doctrines to be classified and 

explained theologically.  But when you simply read the words of Romans you find that Paul is 

constantly switching back and forth between them.  That causes us to be constantly thinking, 

consciously or unconsciously about which passage is which.   

Anyone who reads through these first eight chapters recognizes this shift in the way Paul 

talks about justification in a specific sense directed towards the individual and talking about 

justification in a general sense directed towards more than just one person.  Maybe one of the 

clearest places to look for this shift comes in consecutive verses in Romans chapter 3.  He is 

closing up his section on the law.  Paul states, “Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his 

sight by observing the law” (Romans 3:20).   There is not one person that can or ever will be 

declared righteous, that is not guilty, by observing the law.  The law only makes us aware of sin.  

Then Paul moves to the gospel, “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been 

made known” (Romans 3:21).   There is a righteous that exists apart from the law.  This is great 

news.  No one can save themselves.  “This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus 

Christ to all who believe” (Romans 3:22).  Paul makes his point clear.  You don’t just stumble 

onto this declaration of not guilty.  To be declared not guilty takes faith.  Not earned, not 

deserved, but faith in Christ Jesus.  This faith is something that each individual must have 

personally. 

Immediately Paul shifts his focus.  “There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall 

short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came 

by Christ Jesus” (Romans 3:23-24).  Note the different focus.  In verses 20-22 Paul is talking that 

each individual comes into possession of God’s forgiveness and righteousness through faith.  

Then he lumps everyone together and states that all are guilty and all are saved by grace in 

Christ.  This is a change in focus that is too deliberate to be denied.  It is too clear to be ignored.  

Paul is clearly distinguishing between what we would call subjective justification and objective 

justification. 

It is one of the three great solas of the Lutheran Reformation, Sola Fide.  We are 

comfortable with the idea that our being saved happens only by faith.  We know from the 

Scriptures that we cannot bring about faith by ourselves, but that it comes only through the work 

of God in us.  That this faith must be in Christ and it must be personally for each one who seeks 

to be saved is clearly marked out for us in Romans in a couple of different chapters and sections.   

“For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law” (Romans 

3:28).   
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“Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through 

our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in 

which we now stand” (Romans 5:1-2).   

“Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 

8:1).   

In each of these quotes Paul is saying there is only one way for anyone to get to heaven.  That is 

through Christ, and that comes to us individually by faith.  The truth of Scripture plainly is that 

no one will get to heaven unless they believe in Jesus.  Franz Pieper said it this way, —“As soon 

as a person believes in the remission of his sins, he comes, by means of this faith, into personal 

possession of the remission of sins; in other words, he is justified before God.”  (Pieper 403).   

This faith that justifies has been referred to by us as subjective justification.  It is 

subjective because it applies to the individual what Christ did on the cross.  Yet understand God 

is not justifying sinners only after they believe.  This would be putting a person’s timeline for 

being saved like this: someone comes to faith in Jesus, God sees that faith, and then God declares 

them not guilty.  This is a misunderstanding of the term subjective justification.  While it is true 

that a term like that is not found anywhere in the Scriptures the concept is taught all over.  

Specifically the term can be seen clearly from passages in Romans that describe this saving work 

applied to individuals.  Right from the start Paul in his thematic passage states,  

“I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of 

everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.  For in the gospel a 

righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just 

as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith” (Romans 1:16-17).   

Yet as much as you find justification by faith in the Bible you must also see its 

corresponding teaching.  You cannot treat faith that justifies without treating justification by faith 

at the same time.  What does faith stand on so that it can declare the sinner not guilty?  That is 

really the subject of “the two sides of the same coin” of justification, objective justification 

(Valleskey 3).  This is certainly the harder concept of the two sides to grasp, but it is oh so 

critical to understand because it really sets the foundation for our understanding of subjective 

justification. 

As Paul begins to summarize the condemnation that comes upon the world in chapter 3 

he goes out of his way to make it clear.  There is not one person in this whole world that falls 

outside of God’s judgment.  Every last person is a sinner.  “There is no one righteous, not even 

one” (Romans 3:10).  So he brings both Jews and Gentiles under God’s judgment, he also brings 

you and me under God’s judgment.  We cannot escape.  As Paul is elaborating on the gospel he 

comes to a comparison of Adam and Christ.  It is a lesson on justification that Paul is putting 

forth here.  Again Paul condemns all people as sinners.  “Therefore, just as sin entered the world 

through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all 

sinned” (Romans 5:12).  God condemns all people regardless if they actually sinned or not.  In 
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fact we were condemned the moment that Adam was condemned.  He brought sin into this world 

and the entire world is considered guilty.  But with sweeping condemnation comes an awesome 

change.  God considers the whole world guilty so that through the action of one person a change 

in the status of all people is affected.  You physically did nothing to deserve your sinful verdict 

while you were still inside your mother.  That was Adam’s fault.  But through the single action 

of Jesus, God brought about a declaration of not guilty for everyone who was declared guilty.  

“Consequently, just as the result of one trespass was condemnation for all men, so also the result 

of one act of righteousness was justification that brings life for all men” (Romans 5:18).  That’s a 

doctrinal proof passage of objective justification. 

The results of Adam’s disobedience reached the many, everyone without exception.  “For 

just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners…” (Romans 5:19).  

So also the work of Christ, his obedience and innocent death, pertained to no less than the same 

group, the same “many” without exception.  “…so also through the obedience of the one man the 

many will be made righteous” (Romans 5:19).  All people are declared not guilty before God 

because of the work of Christ.  It is an enduring legal state of acquittal which is always valid.  

“The wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 

6:23).  Those who sin deserve death.  That is everyone.  Those same people, the same people 

deserving of death over sin are giving the gift of eternal life in Christ.  “For what the law was 

powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in 

the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in sinful man” (Romans 

8:3).  No person could be saved by the law.  So God did something that was universal in its 

application.  He condemned sin right in sinful man.  While human beings were still sinful God 

declared them not guilty through Christ.  Jesus came to earth for human beings as a whole, “He 

who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all” (Romans 8:32).  His death had 

universal application in that it covered over every sin of every person who has ever or will ever 

live.  “You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.  

But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” 

(Romans 5:6, 8).  Because the justification took place outside of us while we were still God’s 

enemies it shows it had to be objective, something that had nothing to do with us.   

That is why we call this side of the justification coin objective justification.  Objective or 

universal justification is the forgiveness of sins that God pronounced upon the whole world in 

the resurrection of Jesus (WLS Dogmatics Notes, 359).  Without this teaching our confidence 

and hope for salvation would be baseless.  We could never know for sure that our faith is enough 

as long as it is in Christ Jesus who took away sin on the cross.  It leaves us worrying if our faith 

is strong enough.  Did Christ really do this for me?  Those stumbling questions that leave us with 

at least some doubt are not what God wanted to leave us with.  In fact it is the teaching of 

objective justification that makes us unique.   

“It follows that a correct understanding of the doctrine of justification prepares the way 

for correctly understanding all the Christian doctrines, and that when this doctrine is no 
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longer correctly presented, one can no longer differentiate between Christianity and 

heathenism” (Pieper 514).   

Few if any church bodies hold to this Biblical teaching anymore.  If we lose it then we are 

threatened with losing everything in our Christian doctrine. 

But some may still wonder if we cannot just teach justification by faith, really subjective 

justification.  Objective justification comes across as too dangerous.  It is argued that to teach 

objective justification leads to thinking about universalism.  But then we are forced to deny 

subjective justification too.  If we deny objective justification we are lead to think of ‘the 

moment you believe God will then forgive your sins.’  But teaching that leaves people turning in 

circles never really reaching any happiness or hope for their life.  Paul recognized that to have 

subjective justification stand it needed objective justification to stand on.  We can be declared 

not guilty by faith in Christ simply because Christ came and died for the sins of the world.  

“However, to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is 

credited as righteousness” (Romans 4:5).  God justifies all people who openly hate him.  Because 

we are all sinners by nature, that includes every last human being.  Paul goes on to quote from 

David, “Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will never count against him” (Romans 4:8).  

Paul makes the application to individuals who come to faith.  He can only make that connection 

because of the objective justification taught in the verses just previous to it.    

Remember faith is not a condition to be met.  It is not a prerequisite of justification.  

Justification stands complete irrespective of faith.  “We also rejoice in God through our Lord 

Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation” (Romans 5:11).  God 

reconciled us with him while we were still enemies.  How can we think to add anything to that?  

It is already done and finished without our help.  Sinners merely receive through faith what 

Christ has already done.  A sinner accepts the verdict that has been passed down.   

Be clear with everyone that we talk to though.  We do not have two different teachings on 

justification.  To believe in objective justification is not to deny subjective justification and to 

believe in subjective is not to deny objective.  So long as we hold to the Bible’s teaching on 

justification by faith then, whether we distinguish an objective and a subjective justification or 

whether we speak of only one justification, should make no difference.  J.P. Meyer said this,  

“God says to us, ‘Your sins are forgiven.’  This is objective justification, and God’s 

message to us is true whether we believe it or not. Faith makes God’s message its own 

and says, ‘My sins are forgiven.’ This is subjective justification.  The whole doctrine is 

just as simple as that” (Meyer 12-13).   

Really objective justification is the solid foundation on which subjective justification is built.  

“Whenever the Gospel is proclaimed to a sinner, objective justification is announced to him as an 

assured fact, and he in faith appropriates it as his own, thus making it subjective” (Meyer 1).  

“The words ’it was credited to him’ were written not for him alone, but also for us, to whom God 
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will credit righteousness--for us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead” 

(Romans 4:23).  Abraham was an individual and so we as Christians are individuals.  To each is 

imputed the righteousness Christ won for all human beings with his death and resurrection.   

Paul weaves objective and subjective justification into these masterful first eight chapters 

of Romans with no problems of understanding.  We need to understand why.   

“The redemptive work of Christ did not merely pave the way for future justification of 

the individual sinner, but when it stood complete the justification of the world was 

complete, ready to be announced to sin-lost men in the Gospel” (Meyer 13).   

If people think that Jesus just got things started for us and now we are left to carry ourselves the 

rest of the way alone we are mistaken.   God’s gift does not work that way.  “Again, the gift of 

God is not like the result of the one man's sin: The judgment followed one sin and brought 

condemnation, but the gift followed many trespasses and brought justification” (Romans 5:16).  

Adam’s sin was charged to each human being who ever lived.  The gift goes beyond that.  The 

gift is applied to every human being objectively.  So that means that Jesus saved everybody from 

their sins.  There is not one left out.  The only way people can change what Jesus has done for 

them is by rejecting it.  Sadly some will not enjoy that gift for that very reason.  They will suffer 

the pains of hell eternally because of their rejection.   

Just as much as we cannot get rid of the teaching of objective justification we cannot 

throw the teaching of subjective justification out either.  Faith does have worth in God’s 

kingdom.  It is how people become connected to this grace.   

“For if, by the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, how much 

more will those who receive God's abundant provision of grace and of the gift of 

righteousness reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ” (Romans 5:17).   

This message of acquittal is meant to give us hope and confidence.  We can say that since all 

mankind is included in this acquittal, I am too.  Because this verdict will endure as a promise of 

God, I do not have to worry that someday it might not be true.  (Kuske).   

So the two sides of the justification coin must be there if we are to understand 

justification as the Bible teaches it.  Paul’s letter to the Romans gives us many passages that 

speak about both.  As we have seen some of the very sedes passages for these twin sides of 

justification doctrine come from Romans.  We would not expect anything less from such a book 

where the truths of God’s Word are clearly stated in detail that is easy to understand and follow.   

The setting of the first eight chapters in particular helps to highlight the teaching of this 

centerpiece doctrine.  Justification truly is the doctrine by which the church rises and falls.  

Without this central teaching sinners would not have certain hope.  We would not know if the 

people we talked to were potential converts or not.  But since we have seen throughout the first 
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eight chapters of the book of Romans that objective and subjective justification are central to 

Paul’s teaching of God’s truths we have confidence and hope.  We have confidence that we are 

part of God’s family because God paid for the sins of all people with Christ’s death on the cross.  

We also have confidence that our faith connects us personally to this saving work.  And we have 

confidence as we go out with this saving message that everyone we talk with is a candidate to 

hear the gospel message because Christ did pay for their sins and Christ longs to have them share 

his kingdom with him. 

Romans chapter one through eight “deals with three basic truths of the Christian faith: 

sin, grace, and thanks” (Kuske 1).  The teaching of justification is woven throughout.  Sin 

provides the reason why a universal or objective justification was needed.  Grace is the teaching 

that objectively, without addition or help from us, God declares us not guilty.  There also is the 

teaching of how we come into contact with that by faith subjectively.  And from these flows the 

thanks and praise that ascend to God for what he has done.  Because he saved the world from its 

sins we owe God our thanks.  Because God saved us personally from our sins and brought us to 

faith in his Son Jesus we owe him our thanks.  Praise God for sections of Scripture like Romans 

chapter one through eight!  Praise God for his Son Jesus!  To God be the glory! 
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